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The Situationist International (SI), considered by many to be the most important revolutionary organisation of the twentieth century, has always carried with it a certain reputation for intoxication. Guy Debord, the group's co-founder and central theorist, was a famously unapologetic alcoholic. Alexander Trocchi, the only Scottish member of the SI, was a heroin addict who explicitly explored his addiction through literature. The collective Situationist practice of dérive, moreover, almost invariably involved some form of intoxication; and the extant literature on the SI is full of references that evoke the group's penchant for a heady mixture of alcohol and revolution. Yet, despite this almost legendary reputation, critics have generally avoided any attempt to define the relationship between the Situationists and intoxication. Indeed, such examples of drug use tend to appear no more than anecdotally in studies of the SI, as pieces of colour in a counter-cultural narrative of the sixties and, particularly in the case of Debord, as somewhat romanticised biographical titbits. There is good reason, however, to take a closer look at this relationship. The Situationists released several public statements about drugs; they made limited use of intoxication in their critical practices and, particularly in the cases of Trocchi and Debord, developed often opposing critical positions that explicitly addressed the development of counter-cultural movements around drugs and addiction in their own time. Through establishing the nature of this relationship by means of an examination of these experiences of and reflections on intoxication, we can bring to light a previously unexamined area of the Situationists' history and critical theory.
The Lettrist International (LI, the group that would form the first French section of the SI) originally evolved out of personal relationships and patterns of behaviour that were established within the alternative youth culture of Left Bank Paris in the early 1950s. During this period, the city witnessed the growth of a distinctly modern youth, as the number of school leavers going to university steadily increased and businesses started to cater to younger demographics. The Left Bank, specifically the neighbourhood on and around the Boulevard Saint Germain, became the focal point of this new scene. Not only was this area close to the main buildings of the Sorbonne university, it was also the haunt of existentialist philosophers and boasted many of the best jazz clubs in the city. Simply coming to drink here at all was, for many young people, a symbolic act of rebellion against their parents and the straight-laced social mores of an earlier European social order that the war and the Occupation had proven to be morally bankrupt. It was therefore no accident that the events of May '68 and the activities of revolutionary organisations such as the SI would later centre on this region of Paris.
The best record of this pre-Situationist period is still found in The Tribe (2001), a book based on interviews conducted with Jean-Michel Mension, a friend of Guy Debord from this time. As Mension recounts in vivid detail, where, with whom and how much you drank was a way of establishing not only personal but also political affiliations. He describes how Guy Debord and his comrades drank in the cheapest bars of the Left Bank, such as Chez Moineau, and had little or nothing to do with cafés like Les Deux-Magots and the Café de Flore that were home to the figures of Jean-Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir. Indeed, these latter, for Mension, were not even part of 'Saint Germain' as the 'Tribe', the name given by Debord and his drinking companions to themselves, experienced it. The 'Saint Germain' of the Tribe was primarily defined by heavy intoxication and delinquency. According to Mension, Debord, in particular, was able to consume huge quantities of alcohol, most often wine, spreading it throughout the day, but always managing to avoid passing out (Mension, 2001, pp. 47-50) . He also states that ether cocktails were an occasional feature (ibid., p. 33). Fights were apparently not an
